INTRODUCTION
Portals may be defined as starting points on the Web for users which may lead these users to e-business services (Adar, 2000) . Portals are part and parcel of e-business (Kappel, 1998) whose common goal is the electronic support of business or market transactions (Book, 2000) . E-business affects the way businesses interact with consumers, as well as the way businesses interact with one another. Electronic interactions both increase the efficiency of purchasing and allow an increased reach across a global marketplace. Partially as a result of competition among various Web portals, a more open ebusiness environment is developing, which allows businesses to trade more flexibly with each other (Trastour, 2003) .
In Germany, the e-business market is dominated by the business-to-business market, where German companies spend 2% of their annual earnings, on average, in developing their e-business capabilities. Their focus is on marketing, distribution, and services to other businesses. The motivation for this focus is that it generates the most sales compared to the business-to-consumer market, where the corresponding sales lag behind (Koeckeritz, 2003) .
This article focuses on the commercialization (e-business) side of Internet portals involving some of their technical issues and some of the advantages of their use. Although business to consumer portals are discussed, business to business portals are focused on due to their relatively huge market significance.
RELATED WORK
This section discusses some of the technical issues involved in e-business such as standards for information inter-change and integrating heterogeneous systems. The success/failure factors of business to consumer portals are provided along with reasons for the wider implementation of business to business portals.
Kappel categories E-business into three groups: a) Workflow business management streamlines the business processes inherent within the organization (s) and incorporates them into a single, unified workflow management system that is made accessible through Internet portals. Many corporations use the Internet as a means of connecting and enabling disparate systems, which model business processes, in order to communicate and share information. One example would be a company that uses the Internet to allow its production facilities in remote locations to send its production data to a centralized headquarters. b) Electronic product catalogues are provided, which although they are designed to serve mostly during the pre-sales phase of the e-commerce process, also enable a company to market their services and products to a worldwide audience very cheaply. c) Web-tracking and data mining is utilized in order to more effectively target a company's marketing efforts to desired customers (Kappel, 1998) .
The first category deals mostly with business-to-business (B2B) e-business while the second category deals with mostly business-to-consumer (B2C) e-business. The third category deals with long-term management of B2C portals. In this section, some of the technical issues with B2B information exchange are discussed such as communicating information across heterogeneous systems as well as the development of the B2C portal.
The first category, workflow management on the Web, has technical issues which can be characterized by distributed, autonomous, and heterogeneous information sources, a wide range of users' abilities, and the various services that must be supported (Adams, 1998) . A major challenge is to incorporate these disparate systems and various technologies into a common application framework (Kamath, 1997; Muth, 1998) .
Because of the vast number of heterogeneous data stores and systems in e-business, many e-business integration efforts focused on centralizing and integrating disparate systems created through business consolidation. Mergers and antiquated management practices contributed towards the need for this ebusiness integration. Problems with this integration were exacerbated with Web-based application requirements such as common data views and a seamless transaction flow. As a solution to these requirements, various tools are available to integrate disparate legacy system data stores into a common accessible format and to connect different application systems with Web-enabled front ends (Ulrich, 2000) .
Many papers, and industries, focus on various means to communicate information via Web portals, whether these portals supported the older standard of EDI/EDIFACT or the new model of XML (Book, 2000) . Larger corporations adopted the older standard of EDI but the high cost of consulting, infrastructure, and maintenance of this interchange format prohibited its adoption among smaller companies. XML has the advantage in that it is platform independent, free, structured, and provides a way for companies, using XML's rules and conventions, to design, name, and organize their data descriptions, along with their data, for information interchange. XML provides a much cheaper and more expressive advantage than its counterpart, EDI (Fitzgerald, 2001) . XML has additional advantages in that although it provides data and meta-data, or a description of the data contained within it, there are no constraints in how this data should be processed. Furthermore, XML uses existing Internet protocols rather than requiring a special protocol of its own (Schmelzer, 2002) .
Besides inter-communication, in response to the need to create new infrastructures to support high-level business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C) services on the Web, an effort was made which concentrated on defining a new generation of electronic data interchange protocols, mostly based on XML, and on creating new types of e-business services such as agent-mediated B2B e-business and knowledge-driven customer relationship management systems (Trastour, 2003) .
The second category, product catalogues, focused mostly on B2C business. Companies were enamored to the idea of attracting a wider audience to their products at a much cheaper cost than conventional methods of product catalogues and telephone/mail ordering. Because these Web portals focused on the general consumer, they were characterised by the consumer-oriented nature of their content. Besides offering products on-line, many other companies began to offer specific services to the consumer such as online banking which offered the advantages of convenience and a greater range of hours than would normally be offered at bank branch locations (Rajput, 2000) .
Several companies that started up with an idea to act as a commercial portal to consumers, but with an unproven business model, received large amounts of venture capital, during the late 1990s, but failed to become profitable. Eventually, their dissatisfied investors re-invested their capital elsewhere and these companies went bankrupt (German, 2005) .
Several Internet-based companies failed while others succeeded depending on a number of factors, most importantly their business model. An example of an unsuccessful business model was Kozmo. A problem with delivery costs plagued Kozmo.com (1998 Kozmo.com ( -2001 which offered a large range of products to the consumer, all of which would be delivered free to your door within the hour. Although it attracted many customers, the profit margins gained from the sale did not justify the free delivery of a DVD and a pack of gum. Although a $10 minimum charge was instituted later, this change did not prevent Kozmo from closing its doors in March of 2001 (German, 2005) .
Despite many of the failures of these early business-to-consumer companies, many established companies, such as banks, increased their business to consumer services. First Union Bank of the USA, with its sixteen million retail and consumer customers, began offering its customers a method to receive and pay bills over the Internet in 2000. Other competing banks, such as Mellon, also offered services such as authorization of bill payment over the Internet (Fellenstein, 2000) . In these instances, established companies provided a more convenient way to provide their services electronically without entailing a huge overhead of inventory and delivery costs.
Although initially the focus of Web portals was on B2C business, the amount of B2B business, in comparison, is much greater. According to the Gartner group in the US, consumer to business e-commerce was US $17 billion in 2003 compared to US $183 billion in business to business e-business. The motivation factor for the adoption of business to business e-business is both the timeliness of information (Fellenstein, 2000) and the cost savings. An example, it is estimated that the American real estate industry can save US $2 billion a year by using Web portals to handle its transactions and forms rather than its current manual system. Chevron, through automating its inventory system through Web portals which enabled its dispersed gas stations to order their inventory on-line through its Web portal, saved US $50 million in its first year of operation (Carroll, 2000) .
BUSINESS TO BUSINESS E-BUSINESS
The goal of the business world in e-business is to scale business solutions and to enable global interactions among businesses without increasing complexity to unmanageable levels. One of the results of this refocusing of Web portals from business-to-consumer to business-to-business was the change of Web portal nature to that of electronic information interchange. Web portals, by providing a common language for business-to-business e-business, through such means as XML, and by addressing the issues of complexity and costs, promise a solution to this goal. Some of the early adapters of electronic document exchanges have been the finance industries of banking, accounting, securities trading, research and reporting, and economics which require timely, accurate, and critical access to information. Even in corporations in other fields, there are often many disparate business information systems, such as Customer Relationship Management or supply-chain systems, which have a need to share and report financial or business data. Sometimes these systems may be within the same corporation or involve interactions among different corporations. An extension of XML, the Extensible Business Reporting Language, enables its adoptees to enhance the creation, exchange, and comparison of business reporting information (Schmelzer, 2002) . This electronic exchange of information, through XML and its variants, is not only faster than the traditional means of mail but also has more than a 10% cost reduction advantage than its electronic information exchange model competitor, EDI (Fellenstein, 2000) .
Other advantages of this electronic information exchange, through XML, include automated payments, greatly reduced transaction processing costs, improved accounting information, greater access to inventory levels, and improved feedback capabilities. For companies with a global presence, or with plans of such a presence, the advantages of e-business through their Web portals offer further significant advantages because of the Internet's worldwide presence (Fellenstein, 2000) .
One of the prime areas for e-business growth is the mortgage industry. Many Web portals, such as US Quicken, offer consumers online approved mortgages and mortgage payment calculations (Carroll, 2000) . One problem with approval of mortgages is that in order for a US financial institution to transfer a mortgage to another financial institution or trust and, thus, free up its lending capital, a government stipulated appraisal report, called a Fannie Mae 2055 (Fannie Mae, 2005 produced by a state-certified appraiser, must be supplied which certifies the mortgaged properties current market worth (Director A, 2005) . In order to address this problem, a business-to-business portal was set up that provides these reports through pre-scored appraisals of selected properties in the US. These pre-scored appraisals involve integrating property photos, county data, and certified appraisals' evaluation of the individual property. The evaluation of the individual property also involves placing this property in an appropriate market with three or more recent sales within that market. The property evaluation, along with the recent property sales within its market, is used to derive the market value of the property. This real estate appraisal process is a traditional one; the innovation of this company's approach is to use a Web portal to centralize the data, enabling the appraisers to score properties and put them in markets online, and then use this data to generate electronic documents in the form of Fannie Mae 2055 external residential appraisal reports.
The automation of this process provides several advantages. Some of these advantages include potential borrowers being able to get instant appraisals, and hence approvals, of their mortgage loan applications while they are in the bank. Banks do not have to wait several days for an appraiser to finish an appraisal of a property nor do they risk the possibility of a potential borrower going to a different bank for a faster approval. Inexperienced appraisers can view the scoring and placing within markets of similar properties by more experienced appraisers. Appraisers can score properties, en-mass, while in the same neighborhood. Real estate trusts, who often purchase property mortgages, can get a more accurate model of how their properties, in terms of real estate value, are doing both in the immediate and the long term future, because of the individual scoring of properties and of the placing of these properties into appropriate markets with comparable recent sales by experienced appraisers, than can be obtained through automated valuation models (Director A, 2005; Appraiser A, 2005) .
FUTURE TRENDS
Similar to the case study of a company that provides pre-scored property appraisals, many companies, such as Cebra (the e-commerce division of the Bank of Montreal in Canada), are developing software to support the exchange of information used in the US $2 billion mortgage market. Similarly, consumers are using the Internet to comparison shop for prices and features of their desired products among different suppliers quickly and conveniently. Retailers, both on-line and otherwise, must be able to compete on prices. Similarly, unlike the traditional approach where it was time-consuming to shop for the best mortgage rates, consumers are able to comparison shop quickly for the best mortgage rates online for their property (Carroll, 2000) .
Business that used to confine their market to a set geographical location now must compete with global competitors for the same market. Conversely, retailers who used to sell their products in a set area now find that the Internet enables them to reach a worldwide audience (Carroll, 2000) .
The demographics of the Internet are changing. The fastest growing e-business sectors are to be found in Latin America and China, with North America eventually forming a small part of this global market (Carroll, 2000) .
The demand for e-business data, whether sales or other data, to be available in real-time and digitalized is growing. This digitalized data can be examined at any level or viewpoint and sent out for collaboration and response decisions. Increasingly, companies are integrating their data from geographically disparate sites. Furthermore, many companies are integrating their vertical line of operations through the Web (Feather, 2000) .
CONCLUSION
Commercial Web portals are increasingly focusing on business to business, involving such issues as a means of common electronic data interchange among the heterogeneous business systems involved. An early forerunner of this information exchange, EDI, and later methods, such as XML, enable a systemindependent means of information exchange. A specific example of a business-to-business Web portal was provided, along with the advantages that it offered to various stakeholders in process (banks, appraisers, etc) as well as another method of data interchange, through electronic delivery of government-stipulated documents. Business to business portals offer advantages over traditional methods in terms of timeliness of data, integration of disparate and heterogeneous systems, cost savings over traditional non-Web based methods, and a wider potential client base.
